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FOREWORD

The Food and Nutrition Service publishes periodic reports on Food Stamp Program (FSP)
participation rates to help understand the extent to which food stamp benefits reach the intended
recipients. Food Stamp Program Participation Rates: January 1988, the latest in the series, shows a
small but noticeable decline in the participation rates between August 1985 and January 1988. The
likely reasons behind this drop offer some interesting insights into the interaction between changes
in eligibility rules and participation in the program.

IMPORTANCE OF PROGRAM PARTICIPATION RATES

The participation rate is the ratio of the number of individuals or households participating in a
program to the number of those eligible for the program. The rate of participation in a public
assistance program is a valuable measure of the program’s overall performance. Although it is highly
unlikely that any assistance program could achieve 100 percent participation among all those who are
eligible for benefits, the participation rate can provide insights for policy makers who are concerned
with reaching specific target populations. For example, comparisons of the overall participation rate
with the rates for subsets of the eligible population can indicate the program’s relative ability to reach
these groups.

EFFECTS OF LEGISLATIVE CHANGES ON PARTICIPATION RATES

The Food Stamp Program participation rate can change as the number of persons participating
in or the number of persons eligible for the program change. The number eligible for benefits shifts
periodically as Congress expands or restricts eligibility rules. The numbers of participants and
eligibles also fluctuate with changing economic conditions.

Legislative changes to the FSP implemented in May 1986 under the authority of the Food
Security Act (FSA) of 1985 made the program more generous by expanding the number of individuals
eligible to receive food stamps. Among other changes, the FSA granted automatic food stamp
eligibility to households in which all members receive Aid to Families with Dependent Children or
Supplemental Security Income, and raised the dollar amount of countable assets that households with
no elderly and households of elderly living alone could own and still qualify for food stamps. Newly
available data for 1988 enable us to examine the effect of these expansions on FSP participation
rates.

CHARACTERISTICS OF NEW ELIGIBLES

The combined changes implemented in 1986 made an estimated 1.9 million more people, residing
in 865,000 households, eligible for food stamps in 1988. The vast majority of the newly eligible were
made eligible by the new asset provisions. In January 1988, 40 percent of newly eligible households
consisted of elderly individuals who lived alone. A little over half consisted of households with no
elderly, most of whom contained children and received earnings. Less than half of the newly eligible
population had income below the poverty level. Thus, the increase in the eligible population was
concentrated largely among single elderly persons, nonelderly with earnings and children, and



households whose income was above poverty. The following table shows the breakdown of new
eligibles by these characteristics and by their rates of program participation in January 1988.

Newly Participation Rates Among
Eligible Households Newly Eligible Households
Households with:

Elderly 49% 6%
Living alone 40% 6%
Living with others 9% 6%
Nonelderly 51% 7%
With children 33% 7%
With earnings 28% 8%
Income above poverty level 52% 8%
Total 100% 6%

All told, only seven percent of newly eligible individuals participated in the Food Stamp Program in
January 1988 (compared to 59 percent of all eligible individuals).

Historically, households eligible for relatively low benefits and households that contain elderly
members and wage earners have participated in the FSP at lower-than-average rates. In this light,
it is less surprising that so few of those made eligible by the FSA had joined the FSP in the year and
a half between the 1986 implementation of FSA changes and January 1988. Economic expansions
from 1986 to 1988--and the accompanying reductions in the unemployment and poverty rates--may
also have created an environment in which those eligible for small benefits were less inclined than

usual to seek public assistance.

OVERALL EFFECTS OF RESPONSES TO THE FOOD SECURITY ACT

The increase in eligibles brought about by the FSA has had a series of consequences, ultimately
ending in a marked decrease in the overall FSP participation rate:

. Very few of those made newly eligible by the FSA changes joined the program
between implementation of the changes and January 1988.

. Since so few new people joined the program, the overall number of participants
remained relatively steady from August 1985 to January 1988. The number of
participating individuals declined by about one percent from 1985 to 1988, while
the number of eligible individuals increased by seven percent.
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. Since the program participation rates reflect the ratio of participants to eligibles,
the increase in the number of eligibles combined with the lack of change in the
number of participants reduced the overall participation rates for January 1988.
The following table summarizes the actual participation rates in August 1985 and
January 1988 and the expected rates in January 1988 had pre-FSA program rules
still been in effect.

August 1985 January 1988 January 1988
Actual Actual Pre-FSA
Individuals 64% 59% 63%
Households 59% 56% 60%

Nearly all of the decline in the Food Stamp Program participation rates can be attributed to low
participation among those made newly eligible under the FSA. The rates in January 1988 would have
been almost the same as those in August 1985 if pre-FSA program rules had been in effect in 1988.

CONCLUSION

The decline in FSP participation rates resulting from the Food Security Act of 1985 demonstrates
how sensitive program participation rates are to participation among newly eligible groups. However,
since participation among new eligibles also varies over time, it is important to realize that the 1985-
1988 drop in participation rates may stabilize or reverse in the future. The number of FSP
participants has been climbing steadily since the spring of 1989, and there were over six million more
people receiving food stamps in December 1991 than in January 1988. If these new participants are
coming from the pool of previously nonparticipating eligibles, participation rates will rise. The Food
and Nutrition Service expects to have participation rates for this critical time of expanded caseloads
by late 1993.

Office of Analysis and Evaluation
Food and Nutrition Service, USDA
February 1992



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Policymakers are concerned about the extent to which the Food Stamp Program (FSP) serves
its target population, as well as which subgroups are more or less likely to participate in the program.
This report is the third in a series of reports that provides estimates of FSP participation, and is based
on more accurate data on eligibles and participants than have previously been available. 1t is also
the first report following the enactment and implementation of the Food Security Act of 1985, which
was the first in a series of recent legislative actions which expanded eligibility for the FSp.1

The FSP participation rate is the ratio of the number of persons (or households) who participate
in the FSP (or the actual benefits paid to participants) to the number of persons (or households) who
are eligible for the program (or the total benefits payable if all eligible households participated). The
estimates presented in this paper indicate that in the 50 states and the District of Columbia in
January 1988--

e 59 percent of the eligible individuals participated in the FSP.
* 56 percent of the eligible households participated in the program.

e Participating households received 67 percent of the benefits payable had all eligible
households participated.

COMPARISON OF JANUARY 1988 AND AUGUST 1985 PARTICIPATION RATES

Participation rates declined slightly between 1985 and 1988 due to the lack of an immediate
response to the more generous eligibility criteria introduced under the 1985 Food Security Act (FSA),
implemented in May 1986. As shown in the following table, the FSA accounts for almost all of the
decline in participation rates among persons and households. In the absence of the FSA, the January
1988 household participation rate would have been almost identical to the August 1985 rate (59.8
percent compared with 59.4 percent) The more generous eligibility criteria increased the number
of total eligible households by 7 percent, but increased the number of participating households only
by less than 1 percent. Hence, the participation rate among the newly eligible households was very
low--only 6 percent, compared with a participation rate of 56 percent among all eligible households.

The other legislation that expanded FSP eligibility includes the 1987 Stewart McKinney
Homeless Assistance Act (PL 100-77), the 1988 Hunger Prevention Act (PL 100-435), and the Food,
Agriculture, Conservation, and Trade Act of 1990 (FACT). These program changes affected a
relatively small group of households.

2Sirnilarly, the individual participation rate would also have been almost identical (63 percent in
January 1988 under pre-FSA rules, compared with 64 percent in August 1985), and the benefit rate
would have been much closer under the pre-FSA rules (71 percent, compared with 75 percent).
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IMPACT OF THE 1985 FOOD SECURITY ACT ON FSP PARTICIPATION RATES
IN JANUARY 1988

Participation Rates (Percent)

January 1988
January 1988 January 1988 August 1985  Implicit Rate Among
(Actual) (Simulated Pre-FSA) (Actual) Newly Eligible
Individuals 59.0% 62.5% 64.3% 6.6%
Households 56.0 59.8 59.4 6.1
Benefits 66.7 70.7 75.3 6.9

Similarly, the participation rate among newly eligible persons and among benefits to newly eligible
households was only 7 percent. Therefore, the FSA legislation expanded eligibility for the FSP, but
most of those who became eligible did not participate, thus lowering participation rates overall.

The provisions of the FSA that affected the greatest number of households were those that
raised the asset limits, particularly for households that contained single elderly persons. About 40
percent of the newly eligible households were comprised of single elderly persons (only 21 percent
of all eligible households contained single elderly persons). Thus, participation rates among
households containing elderly and single persons declined more than among other groups. However,
in the absence of the FSA, participation rates among these and many other subgroups of the eligible
population would have increased or remained about the same as in 198S.

Changes in Participation since 1988

FSP caseload data show that participation in the FSP has risen substantially since 1988, beginning
in the third quarter of fiscal year 1989 (FY89.3). Between FY89.2 and FY90.2, participation in the
FSP increased by over 1 million persons. Since FY90.2, participation has continued to rise, reaching
25 million in December 1991. If forthcoming data show that the subsequent increase in the number
of eligibles is less than the observed increase in the number of participants since 1988, then the
participation rate will rise.

ESTIMATES OF PARTICIPATION RATES BY SELECTED DEMOGRAPHIC
CHARACTERISTICS

The January 1988 participation-rate estimates vary considerably across selected demographic
groups:



* Regardless of the participation measure used (individual, household, or benefit),
preschool children and school-age children participated at higher-than-average
rates. For example, the individual rates were 75 percent for preschoolers and 67
percent for school children. The benefit rate for households with school children
was 71 percent, compared with an overall benefit rate of 67 percent.

* However, among the elderly, only 34 percent of eligible individuals participated,
although the rate was higher among those who lived alone (38 percent), and was
still higher among those who received Supplemental Security Income (SSI) (70
percent).

* Among the disabled, 55 percent of the eligible individuals and eligible households
participated, receiving 59 percent of the benefits payable had participation been
100 percent.

* Among households headed by a single woman with children, approximately 76
percent participated.

* Households headed by black, non-Hispanic individuals participated at a much
higher rate (76 percent) than households headed by white, non-Hispanic individuals
(47 percent) or Hispanic individuals (54 percent).

ESTIMATES OF PARTICIPATION RATES BY SELECTED ECONOMIC CHARACTERISTICS

The January 1988 participation-rate estimates also vary among eligible individuals and households
with different economic characteristics:

» Participation rates generally varied inversely with income. That is, participation
rates declined as income rose. Individuals and households in poverty participated
at considerably higher rates (72 percent and 70 percent, respectively) than
individuals and households overall (59 percent and 56 percent, respectively).

* Participation rates were greater among those who were eligible for larger benefits;
the household rates ranged from 30 percent for monthly benefits of 1 percent to
25 percent of the maximum allotment to 91 percent for monthly benefits of 76
percent to 99 percent of the maximum allotment.

* Households with earnings had a lower-than-average participation rate (34 percent),
whereas households that received SSI or public assistance participated at higher-
than-average rates (75 and 111 percent, respectively).

3The greater than 100 percent figure among public assistance recipients is due to measurement
and sampling errors in the data.



THE CHARACTERISTICS OF ELIGIBLE NONPARTICIPANTS

Approximately 5.4 million of the 12.3 million households eligible for food stamps did not
participate in the program. These households comprised 12.7 million persons eligible for $445 million
in benefits. About half of the eligible nonparticipants had an income above the poverty line; 43
percent were eligible for a monthly benefit of 1 to 25 percent of the maximum allotment. The
nonparticipants comprised roughly four equal groups: households with elderly persons, both above
and below the poverty line, and households with workers, both above and below the poverty line.
Elderly nonparticipating households tended to consist of a single individual, while nonelderly
nonparticipating households tended to consist of the working poor with children. Most of the persons
in eligible nonparticipating households with incomes above poverty were eligible for small monthly
benefits ($17 on average in January 1988), and, hence, their lack of participation is not surprising.
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I. INTRODUCTION

The Food Stamp Program (FSP) provides assistance to low-income households to help them buy
the food they need to obtain a nutritious diet. A food stamp household is generally defined as a
person who lives alone, or as a group of persons who live together and share food purchases and
meal preparation and whose monthly income and assets fall below specified limits. The assistance
is provided in the form of coupons that can be redeemed for food purchases. The amount of the
coupons is based on the size and income of the household.

Not all households eligible for food stamps participate in the program. The literature on the

1 Some persons may be unaware of the

program suggests a variety of reasons for nonparticipation.
program, while others may presume that they are not eligible for benefits. Other persons may be
aware of the program and their own eligibility for it, but feel that the benefits are not worth the
effort required to obtain and use them. Still others may not participate due to the stigma they
associate with using food stamps.

Obviously, since some eligible households do not apply for benefits, the FSP is not serving the
entire population targeted by the legislation that established the program. Indeed, according to
conceptual models of the decision to participate in the program, participation should not be expected
to be universal (see Allin and Beebout, 1989). But even if participation will never be universal, the
Congress and other policymakers are interested in the proportion and characteristics of the eligible
population that does participate in the program. They are also interested in the subgroups of the
target population that are most likely to participate in the program, as well as in the characteristics
of persons who are eligible for but do not participate in the program.

This paper is the seventh in a series that have examined current issues on FSP participation. It

is the third that provides estimates of rates of participation in the FSP, both among the total eligible

LAllin and Beebout (1989) review the literature.

1



population and among selected subgroups of that population that are of particular interest to
poh'cymakers.2 It is the first paper in the series to examine the influence of the 1985 Food Security
Act (FSA) on participation rates. The 1985 FSA was the first and the most major of a number of
legislative changes that expanded eligibility and increased benefits under the FSP in the late 1980s
and early 1990s. Other expansive changes included the 1987 Stewart McKinney Homeless Assistance
Act (PL 100-77), the 1988 Hunger Prevention Act (PL 100-435), and the Food, Agriculture,
Conservation, and Trade Act of 1990 (FACT).

This paper finds that the lack of response to the more generous eligibility criteria of the 1985
FSA, implemented in May 1986, caused a downward shift in participation rates between 1985 and
1988. Only a small proportion (6 percent) of the newly eligible households chose to apply for and
participate in the program. In the absence of the FSA, overall participation rates in 1988 would have
been almost the same as in 1985. In fact, among many subgroups of the eligible population,
participation rates would be even higher in 1988 than in 1985 in the absence of the FSA.

The estimates in this series of papers are more accurate than most previous ones, primarily
because the estimates of eligibles in this series are based on the Survey of Income and Program
Participation (S]:PP).3 Because eligibility for the FSP cannot be observed directly, the denominator
of the participation rate (the total number of program eligibles or total potential benefits) must be
approximated on the basis of household survey data. Relative to the household surveys used in
previous research, such as the Current Population Survey (CPS), SIPP contains a greater amount of

and more detailed information on the household characteristics that FSP administrators must consider

2The first two papers provided estimates of participation rates for August 1984 (Doyle and
Beebout, 1988) and August 1985 (Doyle, 1990). Due to the substantial methodological improvements
made to the estimation procedures since the August 1984 rates, only the August 1985 and the
January 1988 rates are strictly comparable.

3Trippe (1989) reviews the literature on FSP participation rates and estimation techniques.
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when making actual eligibility determinations.* For example, SIPP contains information on monthly
(as opposed to annual) income, monthly household composition, most of the expenses used to
calculate deductions from income, and vehicular assets, thereby significantly advancing our ability to
approximate eligibility status with survey data.

Data for the numerator of the overall participation rate (the number of program participants or
total benefits paid) were derived from the Food Stamp Program Statistical Summary of Operations
(hereafter referred to as Program Operations data) and were adjusted to account for benefits issued
in error in January 1988.° These administrative data are more accurate than the self-reported survey
data used in some previous studies of FSP participation, because research indicates that food stamp
receipt is substantially underreported in household survey data. Because the numerators of the ratios
reported herein are based on administrative counts, they are more reliable estimates of the number
of actual participants and the amount of benefits paid. However, Program Operations data do not
contain information on subgroups of the participating population. Estimates for these groups were
calculated from a sample of food stamp case records from the Integrated Quality Control System
(IQCS) of the U.S. Department of Agn'culture.6

Although our SIPP-based estimates represent an improvement over previous results, they are not
without their own sampling and measurement limitations. In particular, the underreporting of public
assistance income and receipt common to all household surveys yields unrealistic estimates of food
stamp participation rates among public assistance households. Furthermore, the survey does not

provide all of the information necessary to determine the food-stamp-eligible unit precisely in all

“The exception to this comparison is the 1979 Income Survey Development Program Research
Test Panel (ISDP), the precursor to SIPP.

>The Food Stamp Program Statistical Summary of Operations is a monthly record of benefits
issued and the caseload served by the Food Stamp Program.

The IQCS is a system of ongoing case record reviews designed to measure payment error rates
in the Food Stamp, Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), and Medicaid programs. The
IQCS is based on monthly probability samples drawn from all 50 states and the District of Columbia;
this study uses active cases in the January/February 1988 samples.

3



households. Finally, a number of persons who reported SSI receipt in SIPP appeared to be ineligible
for SSI due to high income or assets, causing potential problems in the estimate of pure SSI
households who are automatically eligible for the FSP under the provisions of the 1985 FSA. In
short, although this analysis represents a considerable improvement over most previous efforts, perfect
statistics on the FSP-eligible population or on subgroups that participate in the program are
unattainable. Further research can reduce, but not eliminate, the uncertainties in estimation.

The remainder of this report is organized as follows. Chapter II summarizes the methodology
and data used to estimate participation rates. Chapter III presents the overall participation rates for
January 1988, the rates disaggregated by selected demographic and economic characteristics, and the
characteristics of those eligibles who did not participate. Chapter IV compares the January 1988
participation rates with the August 1985 participation rates provided in Doyle (1990), and assesses
the impact of the 1985 Food Security Act (FSA) on participation rates. The Appendix describes the
technical procedures used to compute participation rates and to assess the impact of the 1985 FSA

on participation rates.






